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WHEN 
Summer 2017

The trip of a lifetime on the mountainous 
route of the Vuelta a España cycle race
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YOUR TOUR 
Spain’s La Vuelta

ROLLER TEAM 
Zefiro 284

DURATION
28 days

If there’s one abiding memory  
of my younger years, it’s the 
belief my Mum loved instilling  
in me as a child, that anything’s 

possible. It has served me well over 
the years and goes a long way to 
explain why last summer, my wife 
Kim, our two-year-old son Harrison 
and I set off on a 5000-mile road  
trip through France and Spain in  
a motorhome. Despite having never 
set foot in one until 10 days before  
the start of our epic adventure.

I had spent a large part of the past 
few months cycling around Europe,  
in an attempt to become part of the 

elite group of cyclists who completed 
the Giro d’Italia, Tour de France and 
Vuelta a España in the same year, 
which only 39 professional cyclists 
have ever managed to achieve. 

With parts one and two ticked off, 
accounting for more than 7000km  
and 42 days in the saddle, I had every 
reason to believe I would complete the 
final leg as part of the amateur team 
with whom I rode the first two tours.

However, owing to events  
beyond my control, I suddenly found 
myself without the support of the 
team when, just 10 days before  
the start of the Vuelta a España,  

I received a call to say that I wasn’t  
a part of their plans any more. 

Suddenly faced with the prospect  
of not being able to complete the 
challenge I had started, I had two 
choices – accept the situation as it 
was, or devise a plan to overcome  
the rather large stumbling block  
that had been put in my path, and 
reach my goal regardless.

As I sat pondering the situation, 
edging ever closer to admitting defeat, 
a little voice in my head said: ‘You can 
do this, you just need to find a way.’ 
But how? It’s one thing riding a bike 
for 3500km around a country with  

a full support team, but another  
thing altogether to do it alone. 

I called the one person I could count 
on to help find a solution: my Mum. 
During our call, she jokingly said I 
could always rent a motorhome and 
take Kim and Harrison along with me. 

First find your motorhome
She said it in such a way that I didn’t 
give the idea much thought, but a few 
seconds later, it registered and all of  
a sudden, I was full of excitement. 

All I had to do now was convince 
Kim that we should head to Spain for  
a month and, more importantly, find 

ourselves a motorhome. The first of 
those tasks wasn’t difficult – we’ve 
always been an adventurous family, 
and Kim was just as eager as I was  
to head off on this unexpected trip; 
even if it did mean following me 
around Spain for the best part of  
three and a half weeks. 

Finding a motorhome wasn’t quite 
so easy, especially because it was peak 
season and we only had 10 days before 
we would need to set off for Europe. 

Several phone calls later, and just  
as I was starting to think our plan was 
going to end in disappointment, we 
found the perfect vehicle for our trip, 

and our dream expedition was once 
more very much alive. 

However, as soon as I had hung up 
the phone after making the booking, 
panic set in for the first time – and it 
wouldn’t be the last, either. 

It was then that the magnitude of 
what lay ahead hit home. Not only 
would I have to cycle 3500km around 
Spain, including ascents of some of 
the steepest roads the country has  
to offer, but as a family, we would 
have to plan and execute the logistics 
of a 5000-mile round trip that would 
include the need for no fewer than  
25 different campsites! 

THE SPANISH   EXPEDITION
There’s no better base than a motorhome if you’re 
taking on one of cycling’s toughest challenges,  
as Marcus Leach and his family found out

Gradients are in excess of  
24% when you head for the  
top of Alto de l’Angliru
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This was going to take some serious 

planning and, given that  
I was to ride just a  
day ahead of the 
professional race, 
we had little or  
no room for error.  
Factor in the needs  
of travelling with a 
two-year-old, and you 
begin to appreciate the intricate 
nature of the journey ahead.  

After three days spent poring over 
maps, race routes, campsite listings 
and various forums on wild camping, 
we had a plan. How good that plan 
was only time would tell, but at 
least we had a rough idea of how 
to tackle the challenge. 

I had never driven a motorhome 
before, let alone taken one half 
way around Europe and back, so  
it was a daunting prospect to say 
the least, not helped by the idea  
of having to wild camp. 

Wild in the country
As much as we wanted to stay in 
campsites, I needed to be as close  
to the start of each stage as possible,  
so I could follow the race route and  
be out on the road before sunrise. 

I had no desire to cycle in the searing 
mid-afternoon heat and the only way 
to avoid this, given that I would spend 
about eight hours a day riding, was to 
start each day cycling in the dark. 

This meant leaving Kim and Harrison 
to sleep and then catch up with me 
once they were up. The other benefit  
from finishing each stage in the early 
afternoon was that it would give us 
time together to forget about cycling 
and explore the local surroundings. 

With our planning complete, the 
following few days passed in a blur 
and, before we knew it, we were on 
our way to collect the motorhome. 

Part of the collection process was 
being shown around what would be 
our home for the next month, learning 
how everything worked and what to 
do to ensure things ran smoothly. 

To say we were overwhelmed would 
be an understatement, and once again 
that voice of doubt started asking what 
we were doing – much like several 
friends had done when we told them 
about our plans. 

With the check-in complete, the 
assistant handed us the keys, wished 
us happy travels and walked off. 

A wave of panic, with a healthy dose 
of nerves, swept over me as I put the 
key into the ignition and prepared  

to drive a vehicle of this size for the 
first time. My face was a picture of 
concentration as I tentatively pulled 
out of the parking lot onto the road. 

Our final night before setting off  
was spent packing, which, given the 
amount of storage space, felt almost 
like moving house. Not only was  
there a huge amount of room in the 

motorhome, from cupboards through 
to wardrobes, but there was also the 
garage to our new ‘house’: it was 
spacious enough for two bikes, spare 
parts and boxes of the supplies we 
would need, with payload left over. 

The sun was just rising as we pulled 
away from our quiet street in London. 
The journey had begun and there was 
no turning back now. Even if we had 
wanted to, I doubt either of us would 
have had the confidence to try to  
turn ‘the beast’, as our motorhome 
became (affectionately) known. 

The journey begins
We exchanged a quick glance and 
promptly burst into laughter, hardly 
believing what we were doing. 
Harrison, meanwhile, was fast asleep 
in his chair, oblivious to events. 

The vehicle was automatic, which 
meant that as alien as it was to drive 
something so big, at least we didn’t 
have to worry about changing gear. 

It was left to me to get us onto 
European soil, and once I adjusted  
to how it handled, I began to relax  
and enjoy driving a lot more. 

No longer was it so stressful and 
finally, I could enjoy the fact that we 
were off on the trip of a lifetime. That 
feeling didn’t last too long, though. As 
we prepared to find the next services 
and swap drivers, back came the by 
now familiar feeling of panic. 

Kim is on the petite side, at just 5ft 
3in, but at no stage had it occurred to 
us that we might have problems with  
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her driving the motorhome –  
until the time came for her to do so. 

Only then did we realise the driver’s 
seat didn’t adjust up and down. Given 
that it swivelled to become an extra 
dining seat, there was no option to 
lower it, only to tilt it forward slightly. 

We had visions of Kim not being able 
to reach the pedals, bringing to an end 
the adventure just as it was beginning. 
So it was a huge relief that, with a rev 
of the engine, Kim confirmed that she 
could reach the pedals, albeit perched 
right at the front of the seat. 

Behind the wheel
After a few days, the unfamiliarity of 
the ’van wore off, as we slowly became 
accustomed to our new surroundings. 
Kim and I grew in confidence behind 
the wheel and began to learn the 
special art of cooking in the small,  
but perfectly equipped, kitchen. 

For his part, Harrison saw it for what 
it was, one big adventure – with an 
ever-changing landscape to explore. 

It wouldn’t be unusual to find him 
sitting in one of the cupboards happily 
playing with his toy trains – when he 
wasn’t running around the campsites. 

Following a leisurely drive to Nîmes, 
where the race would start, we knew 
that from then on, it would be all 
systems go. A Grand Tour lasts 23 days, 
including two rest days at the end of 
stages nine and 15. I’d also learnt that  
it was best to break the race down  
into three sub-sections, to make it 
more manageable, both mentally  
and physically. Given the scale of  
the challenge, and the logistics 
required, we had detailed daily  
plans to ensure nothing could derail us. 

It didn’t take long to settle into a 
routine that would see me on the road 

Although rest days signalled a day  
off from cycling, they were far from 
restful. Not only did they involve long 
transfers, the second one required us 
to drive more than 900km from the 
south to the north of the country. 

But they were our only chance to do 
some proper laundry and get the ’van 
reorganised before the next stint. 
When you’re constantly on the move 
and cycling an average 100 miles a day, 
it’s the little things that matter most, 
such as fresh laundry! 

Unfortunate events
Half-way through the trip, everything 
was running smoothly, our plan was 
working and everybody was happy. 

Then came a series of unfortunate 
events that put the entire trip in the 
balance. The first was a nasty crash  
on the bike, leaving me with a large 
amount of skin missing from my left 

and cycling by 5.30am, with Kim and 
Harrison setting off a few hours later. 

Depending on the race route,  
they would either follow the same 
roads as me, or circumnavigate the 
bigger mountain passes and meet  
me at pre-arranged locations for  
water and food stops. 

At the end of each stage, Kim and 
Harrison would be waiting for me with 
cold water, an ice cream on really hot 
days, and a recovery drink. I would 
then give my bike a quick once-over to 
ensure all was well, before showering 
and switching to family mode. 

For much of the first week, we 
hugged the east coast, so we could 

leg. That was followed by both bikes 
developing major problems and then,  
to top it all, we had a blowout while 
driving at 100km/h on the motorway. 

My leg would heal, slowly, meaning  
I would be cycling in considerable pain 
for days to come. The bikes were fixed, 
slowly, resulting in a long and arduous 
day to stay on target. As for the ’van, 

the insurance company was 
great in getting help to us,  
and had it not been for our  
very tight schedule and need to 
keep moving, everything would 
have been a lot more relaxed. 

As it was, we needed to be  
on the move again quickly, 
something that the recovery 
people really didn’t seem to 
understand. Finally, after four 
hours of sitting by the side of 
the road, the wheel had been 
changed and we were moving 
again – only now we had no 
spare tyre. It was rather late, 
we were in a remote part of  

the country and any hope of 

head to the beach for most afternoons, 
a welcome relief in the stifling heat. 

It also saw us staying exclusively  
on campsites, given their convenient 
location close to the start of every 
stage, lending the feeling that we were 
on holiday and not taking on one of the 
toughest races in professional cycling. 

This afforded us the luxury of being 
able to plug into mains electricity and 
only use LPG for cooking. One of our 
biggest worries was that we would run 
out of gas in the mountains and have 
nowhere to refill, a scenario that 
thankfully never materialised.  

Home from home
With every passing day, our love  
for the motorhome grew – it was 
proving the perfect support vehicle 
and really was a home from home.  
We couldn’t have been happier, even  
if the ‘on holiday’ feeling was fading, 
the further into the race we got. 

Away from the coast, the start and 
finish towns became more remote  
and there were fewer campsites 
available, requiring us to start wild 
camping. We always knew this would 
be a part of the plan, but it did little  
to ease concerns when the time came. 

We had read news reports of foreign 
vehicles wild camping being targeted 
at night, so we did our best to remain 
inconspicuous – not the easiest thing 
in a 24-foot motorhome emblazoned 
with the big purple logos of the rental 
firm. Our tactic was simple – arrive 
under cover of darkness to draw as 
little attention to ourselves as possible.

finding a solution to our problem was 
fading fast. But just when it seemed 
that all hope was lost, a random act of 
kindness saved the day, and the trip. 

Mechanic to the rescue
Resigned to the fact we would have  
to wait and find a new tyre, on the 
following day we stopped for food  
at a local restaurant. 

It was our wedding anniversary and 
we felt we deserved a meal out after 
the events of the past few days. We got 
chatting to the waitress, who spoke 
perfect English, and told her about  
our trip and recent problems. 

She disappeared for a moment and 
then came back to tell us that her 
friend, a mechanic with a garage just 
around the corner, would help us. 
Despite having locked up for the night, 
Fernando appeared, with his heavily 
pregnant wife, and within 45 minutes 
had us on the road once more. 

The final week of the race saw us 
encounter the toughest roads, both 
cycling and driving. Many of the high 
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Left Enjoying refreshing watermelon with Harrison after a long day in Andorra  
Right Waterboy Harrison helps out with crew duties and keeping Daddy hydrated

Taking the long road to the top: Alto de la Cobertoria, Asturias mountains

We made it! At the top of Alto de l’Angliru

Here comes the support 
crew: Alto de la Colladona
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Way to go 
On our outward journey, we took the 
Channel Tunnel from Folkestone to Calais, 
and came home via overnight ferry from 
Bilbao to Portsmouth. We used the A6 to 
reach Nîmes for the start of the race, then 
followed the route of the Vuelta a España, 
sometimes using toll roads to avoid  
certain mountain climbs.

Where we stayed 
Our favourite stop was Au Domaine  
de Fontbespierre, in Nîmes – perfectly 
secluded and a lovely pool area. 

As far as wild camping went, we  
often used church car parks and quiet  
side streets in small towns. 

We had no problems, apart from  
the occasional curious local, wondering 
what we were doing!

FRANCE
• Au Domaine de Fontbespierre, Nîmes 
3358 Route d’Anduze 30900
Tel +33 4 66 64 27 75
• Camping Bellevue
18 Rue Bellevue 66500 
Tel +33 682 118 567

SPAIN
• Camping Palm-mar, Alicante
Tel +34 965 72 88 56
• Camping Azahar, Benicàssim
Tel +34 964 30 31 96
• Camping Florida, Benicàssim
Tel +34 964 39 23 85
• Camping La Rafa, Murcia
Tel +34 968 65 46 66
• Camping Playa Poniente, Motril
Tel +34 958 82 03 03
• Camping Iratxe, Estella
Tel +34 948 55 55 55
• Camping Suances, Cantabria
Tel +34 942 810 280

Find out more 
• Motorhome hire 
We rented a four-berth, fixed-rear-double, 
Ducato-based Roller Team Zefiro 284  
from Just Go (www.justgo.uk.com).
• Campsite fees 
These varied in price, but on average  
we paid around €20 a night for a pitch, 

electricity and use of all the usual 
campsite amenities. Our hired  
motorhome ran on diesel, which  
made buying fuel a lot cheaper,  
given that in Spain we could often  
find it for just €1 a litre. 

We took a lot of our own non- 
perishable supplies with us in the 
motorhome, then shopped at Lidl  
for fresh produce along the way. 

Costs 
Motorhome rental ..........................£3500
Channel Tunnel/ferry ......................£500
Fuel  .................................................£1900
Food and drink .................................. £250
Campsites .........................................£300
Attractions ........................................£200
Road tolls........................................... £350
TOTAL ............................................ £7000Parked up in Estella, northern Spain

The Zefiro 284 was hired from Just Go

passes were really little more than  
thin ribbons of Tarmac, snaking  
their way up through forests and  
out onto desolate mountains. 

The logistics of getting the ’van from 
start to finish on every stage became  
a greater problem, but by this point, 
Kim had grown into her role of support 
vehicle driver and would only leave me 
when the roads became impossibly 
steep. Otherwise, she stuck 
with me throughout, and  
on more than one occasion, 
this was all that kept me 
going as legs and mind 
grew weary from a long 
spell of cycling.

As we made our way 
towards Madrid for the 
final stage, windows 
down, evening sun on our 
faces and music blasting, we 
once again shared a look and burst  
out laughing – at the realisation that 
we had all but done it. 

Quite how, I still don’t know, but 
what an adventure it had been. With 

the Vuelta complete, 
suddenly the pressure 

of getting through each 
day and preparing for the 

following stage was released, 
but with it came a strange sense of 

sadness. Over the space of four weeks, 
we had become rather attached to life 
in the motorhome and we didn’t want 
our adventure to end.  

Looking back, it’s still difficult to 
believe that we did it, covering 5000 
miles in 28 days and the small matter  
of completing the Vuelta a España as 
well. But sometimes, we just have to  
do something a little bit crazy. 

We might not always know quite 
what we’re doing, but it’s better to 
look back and say: ‘I can’t believe  
we did that!’ than to stay at home.

Main Harrison and Kim hanging out, waiting for Daddy to catch up  
Left Family celebrations in Madrid, after completion of the race route


